A Critique of  The Teaching Of Missions In The Light Of The Ecumenical Movement by Tobias, Robert
Robert Tobias : A Critique of Lacy | 321 
A Critique Of  “The Teaching Of 
Missions In The Light Of  The 
Ecumenical Movement”
Robert Tobias
Christian Theological Seminary
Indianapolis, Indiana
My comments are not so much a critique as a continuation of 
the general line which Professor Lacy has taken; or I would have them so 
regarded. I rejoice in his paper and in the relation which is recognized as 
existing between missions and unity. I should add for some of you here 
who may not be aware of it that Creighton Lacy has himself done an 
exceptionally fine syllabus on the ecumenical movement in relation to 
some of his courses which has been shared with many other professors, 
particularly those who attended the conference on “Professors of 
Ecumenics” at Oberlin last year.
First, a few comments structured on Prof. Lacy’s outline and 
then some additions. I shall begin with the least important. In paragraph 
one, I was struck by the reference to our “outworn concepts.” It would 
be interesting to know how a professor of missions would define such 
concepts. The problem of the curriculum referred to in paragraph two 
seems to touch every field. Where does “ecumenics” belong? Let me 
correct one point or at least one indication in this paragraph: when the 
group of “Professors of Ecumenics” meeting in Oberlin decided to ask “a 
small committee to watch for the possibility of meeting again,” it was not 
a “typical ecclesiastical fashion” which led them to this conclusion, but 
rather a quite strong feeling that they did not want to have any kind of new 
permanent association of professors.
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In his fifth paragraph Professor Lacy refers in passing to the fact 
that one need not go that far  afield… to see the inter-relation of unity and 
mission. Nonetheless I should like to see someone describe in more precise 
theological language what is that inter-relation. This is a task which some 
professors need to take hold of.
In the next paragraph Professor Lacy refers to  kerygma, koinonia, 
and diaconia as “areas of activity.” I am concerned at this point that we 
not conceive of these only in terms of activity. But what are they more 
than activity? And what is the inter-relationship here at this dimension? 
If, for example, one begins his study with a relation of missions to mission 
and the Church, he may speak in terms of “obligation” or “the calling” 
of the Church, and yet immediately he has presupposed an entity which 
precedes mission. Then he must first consider not simply “that the Church 
is mission” as Professor Beaver says, but something else about the nature of 
the Church; that is, the different dimensions of the being and function of 
the Church. At this point a quite exciting study could take place as between 
professors of missions and those involved in contemporary theology, i.e., 
to apply the categories of “relational” or “process” thought, or if one prefers 
the categories described as “contextual” or “Christian existentialism” 
or in some circles “neo-literal -- neo-Orthodox” to our understanding 
of the meaning of the being and function of the Church. What is the 
Church? What determines its shape and form? When one digs into this 
area he always confronts the question of the meaning of “givenness” of 
the Church. And I for one find that “givenness” means essentially a given 
relationship inherent in the nature of our created being or beings which 
can be described only by the word “unity” but this leads to quite different 
dimension than does the phrase, now becoming a slogan, “the Church is 
mission.” Both are needed. In his section on “Historical Approach” I am 
delighted to see Professor Lacy’s insistence that history must be studied in 
the light of the ecumenical movement. “It is high time that our teaching 
and our research sought to analyze the interrelationships of Christian 
expansion, instead of compartmentalized  units.” Let me say in passing, 
for Professor Lacy mentions the matter again later on that missions 
should be more solidly grounded in church history, that church history 
must also be much more solidly grounded in decent cosmology. But the 
point Lacy is getting at cannot be over-emphasized at this particular stage. 
Missions and the mission of the Church have suffered long the curse of 
the ecclesiastical historian who has seen history in terms of church pitted 
against church, Monophysite against Othodox, Constantinople against 
Rome, Papist against anti-Papist, Protestant against Catholic, and so on. 
And even the beloved Processor Latourette, Professor Lacy quite rightly I 
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think, touches on this point. When we speak of expansion of the Church 
in 1900 years is it not pretty much in terms of how much the Church 
now has expanded beyond what the Church was 100 or 1900 years ago? 
The real curse hero lies in the fact that where the life of the Church is so 
presented that it takes its raison d’etre in terms of being different from 
other churches then it is no longer Gods “encounter with the world. Her 
missions make common cause with the ecumenical movement. For there 
is a hidden presupposition in the life of the ecumenical movement that is 
antischolastic, anti-competitive theology; namely, that it is the penetration 
of God in history and world through the whole of the Church which is 
far more important than the proper transmission of right ideas. For if 
God is not penetrating from generation to generation, then right ideas are 
nothing but a hollow mockery.
Now I come again to Professor Lacy’s insistence that missions must 
be more solidly founded in church history. At this point I take a degree 
of exception. The reason being that the best history is probably now being 
written. Think of China, and the action of the Holy Spirit in the context of 
world there; or, of the mid-East, and the mission materials which have just 
been written concerning the mid-East. In these areas and these times where 
from a statistical standpoint the Church appears to have been a failure, a 
real attempt is being made to understand the encounter of the Church 
with the world. I am delighted then to see Professor Lacy calling for some 
“histories” to be written by mission professors as regards Malaya and other 
areas. Such work can be only interpretative and prophetic, not statistical 
and sterile. I should indeed like to see some others by mission professors: 
“The Mission of the Church Under Dictatorships Through the Years,” or 
“The Mission of the Church in Eras of Conformity” or “The Mission of 
the Church to Organizational Man.” For it is here in our Western and 
Protestant world that real history in terms of world-Church, in terms of 
penetration and encounter of God may be most lacking. Mission studies 
therefore can only be made by the whole Church; and we turn to China, to 
the mid-East and other areas for some stimulation.
In his section “Practical Approach,” Professor Lacy calls for younger 
churches to be organizationally and structurally responsible in relation to 
ecumenical organizations, and at the same time for indigenization of the 
Church in the younger church area. There is a healthy polarity here, at the 
moment indigenization perhaps having the upperhand. I wonder, however, 
if we cannot already foresee a kind of reverse indigenization as applies to 
the younger churches. That is, a time when younger churches will conclude 
that their regional councils and the World Council of Regional Councils 
is really not adequate, and we in similar manner may increasingly move in 
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the direction of making world-wide decisions in common with the whole 
Church. And this applies most particularly where the Church is involved 
in missions.
At one point Professor Lacy refers to the desirability of teaching 
“self-government, self-support, self-propagation” as a principle of 
missionary operation. I am not so sure that we haven’t already passed 
the point when this was so important. The real danger now, it seems to 
me, is that in the process of “indigenization” churches may move too fast 
toward autonomy and from autonomy to anarchy. There may indeed be “an 
economic necessity” which demands indigenization, but I would expect 
younger churches themselves some day to come to the “mother churches” 
and ask why they were so readily released from their share in the total 
world Church responsibility at a time when they were swayed by a heavy 
nationalism. The pendulum swings in both cases too far, and perhaps 
professors of missions with younger churchmen need to get their heads 
together at this point to see that it doesn’t swing back again too far to a 
kind of “momism” once the excessive “independency” insistence is past.
Professor Lacy’s comment about the “global scope of the 
missionary task” as characteristic of the 19th century ecumenical 
conferences leads me to insist on a quite different emphasis which has 
come out of the 20th century conferences, or so I would see it, namely: the 
wholeness of the Church as organically visible, or to put it in other terms, 
the Word becoming flesh or “incarnateness” in our time. I could cite several 
illustrations beginning with Edinburgh and coming to Oberlin so far as 
conferences are concerned, the work of Gustav Tils in the Roman Catholic 
camp, the World Council’s studies or concern for studies in “ecclesiological 
significance,” the phenomena of councils of churches which seem to be 
some kind of insistent demand for “body” as over against doctrines as a 
unity of principle and manifest oneness of the Church, and the present 
stirrings of interest in the concept of world and the meaning of incarnation. 
This” leads into an area of theology in which missions professors will be 
particularly concerned, for it is in the Word’s “becoming flesh” that we are 
concerned and that the core of the gospel is seen.
Professor Lacy refers to a transition in missionary practice from the 
conventional “missionary” relationship to that of the “fraternal worker.” In 
passing, I would remark that several here have indicated their disapproval 
of the expression “fraternal worker.” I should be glad to be enlightened as 
to the objection to the expression, or is it to the transition? I am not quite 
clear as to the difference between “fraternal workers” on the one hand and 
“partnerships” or “partners in obedience” on the other.
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Further along Professor Lacy refers to the dilution of “the mission” 
in terms of “fraternal workers” and “inter-church  aid.” There is doubtless a 
transition in this direction, but does this necessarily mean it is irresponsible 
or “diluted”? One’s answer on this point may depend somewhat on his own 
past experience, his orientation, and perhaps even his defense mechanisms. 
Perhaps the important question is what the whole of the Church feels in 
this matter, for most younger church leaders, it seems to me, have been 
quite outspoken concerning their own judgment on this point.
Professor Lacy calls our attention to a very difficult problem 
in his reference to the fears of younger churches that organic union in 
their areas would cause a reduction of interest and support from abroad. 
Incidentally, here is already an indication of some reverse indigenization. 
But that does not really say to us quite forcefully that we must begin now 
developing a sense of the wholeness of the Church, of our mission together 
in every place, recognizing that the Church in a given place has a primacy 
of operation in that area, but there is a general responsibility for every area 
which falls on the whole Church. How to do this is one of our questions. 
This is perhaps one of the particular areas where as Professor Lacy says, 
“we need to persevere,” and it may well be that in the total “continuum” 
there may be some sharp breaks, some of which can be anticipated, all of 
which will require patience and the encouraging ministry of a long-range 
perspective.
In his section “Theological Approach,” which Professor Lacy 
has had to condense for lack of time, I find the most stimulating area 
for further study. I start right off by saying that in spite of the renown 
authorities quoted, Dr. Brunner, Dr. Beaver, Dr. Lacy, I have some real 
doubt that “mission is the central issue of theology”; for it seems to me 
that all of these conferences and persons cited by Professor Lacy--Rolle, 
Whitby, Willingen, and one might add Edinburg, Angus Dun, and others 
-- the key issue has to do with a basic relational unity becoming visible in 
man’s existence.
And the secondary question has been how and in what shape. Or, 
to state it another way, a kind of sub-conscious or conscious presupposition 
that there can and only will be one church in one place and that within that 
context “our visible witness” is not simply as from one to another within 
the Church primarily, but as visible to the whole world. I would assume 
that missions professors would be the first to say so, for certainly this is 
what the missionaries are about.
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In conclusion may I presume to suggest some other areas of 
ecumenical theological interest which are being opened up or indeed are 
seeking the attention of professors in such fields as yours. One has to do 
with the question of proselytism. There is some correlation between the 
issues involved in proselytism as between Christian groups and in the way 
Christians confront persons of other faiths. We cannot discuss the issue 
here, but the whole process of persuasion-conversion as over against, or in 
relation to, the free acting of the Holy Spirit in the context of proclaiming, 
needs some very careful rethinking in relation to the methods of our 
evangelism and mission efforts. Naturally, our concepts of our own faith 
-- is it dogma, or the knowledge of God, or the process of revelation? -- is a 
key question and the present trend of interest, if it is such, toward personal 
encounter with God as against systematic dogmas needs to be seen in the 
context of the  19 th century development of missions outside the churches. 
Here again the whole Church needs to be brought into the discussion of 
this process of revelation, to help discern, to evaluate and then to act. Here 
the conciliar process may be one of the greatest signs of God’s grace in that 
man is enabled in a far broader way to discern to hear, to know through a 
far broader community what and who is the God who reveals Himself to 
us.
Another area is the relevance of eschatology for missions. What 
is the relation between the activities of the missionary and his expectation 
of results? What is the relevance for his “motivation”? And, what are the 
relative roles of the eschaton himself and of man?
Professor Lacy says it well in a brief quotation: “The existence of 
churches in the oikumene does not signify the end of the mission, but 
rather that the time for a world mission has  come.” It has indeed, and from 
where I sit, particularly in terms of depth.
